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might be invisible, while at three or four hundred yards it
was not always possible to distinguish objects, or even to
be sure if an object existed. Whatever its form, mirage was
a most disconcerting accompaniment to military operations,
because it interfered with reconnaissance, with observation
of fire and with visual signalling.
From a health standpoint, Iraq had little to recommend
it. Apart from the very trying climatic conditions, health
was threatened by disease: plague, smallpox, malaria, sand-
fly fever, dysentery, and Baghdad boils (this last a most
dispiriting and undecorative affliction) were endemic; cholera,
typhus, scurvy, and heat-stroke were epidemic. Sickness was
spread by the insects—mosquitoes, sandflies and (until the
hot weather killed them) incredible numbers of flies.
The one and only port of Iraq was Basra "the Key to
Mesopotamia." Previous to the war, Basra possessed not
one of the essential qualifications to fit it for use as a base
port for a military expedition. It had no quays, harbour
works, nor facilities for disembarking troops, guns and stores,
nor assembly places for them when they were on shore.
Shipping (which was restricted to vessels drawing not more
than sixteen fe,et), had to be unloaded in mid-stream into a
swarm of small native craft—which then dispersed itself
among the net-work of small channels which lay between
the swamps and palmgroves. In the town itself, labour was
scarce, the climate was bad, and sanitary conditions were
deplorable. Between Basra and the interior the main arteries
of communication were :—The Shatt-al-Arab—formed by the
confluence of the Tigris and the Euphrates and navigable as
far as Nahr TJmbar by vessels up to twenty feet draught; the
Tigris; the Euphrates, and, to a less extent, the Karun. By
the Tigris, Baghdad could be reached by steamer, but at all
times of the year navigation was apt to be difficult. The
channel is liable to frequent alterations by the floods in May
and June, and by the perpetually shifting sandbanks;
during floods, a very sudden rise of water and very strong
currents are apt to occur. In the flood season, vessels
drawing five feet of water could reach Baghdad, but in
the dry season navigation was limited to vessels of three
feet draught. The journey took any time from five days
onwards. The Euphrates, on account of the extreme
shallowness of its channel through the Hammar Lake, had
little utility as a main line of communication. The Karun
was navigable along a narrow, tortuous channel only

